History unit 3- the first world war

Course
I The origins of the war
A Nationalisms

Most contemporary historians identify the widespread development of nationalist ideas in Europe as the primary origin of the First World War. The progressive definition of national identities created different categories of tensions that would divide Europe:

· The birth of new nations like Germany or Italy in the 1870’s created a clash with other European powers. Germany and France fought on the question of the status of Alsace and Lorraine for decades. Both states lived in a constant state of competition, emulation and opposition for the second half of the century. Both national identities were partly defined negatively, in opposition with the unfriendly neighbour. Many aspects of the French and German intellectual life were influenced by those difficult relations. The creation of the French public educational system in the 1880’s , for example, was decided after a survey which showed the existence of an efficient network of schools in Germany…
· Multinational Empires suffered as well from nationalism. These enormous political structures (Russia, Austria-Hungary or the Ottoman Empire) fought to keep minorities from escaping their rule. Populations started to feel the urge to win their independence from a foreign government. National vindications surged in the Balkans where Austrians had to fight deadly local wars. The Serb national movement was clearly one of the most active in the late 19th century. 
B Economic competitions and arms race


The industrial Revolution could be considered as another source of tensions. In fact, the fast growth of many European or Asian countries led to economic tensions. Great Britain, for example, insisted on keeping its domination on sea-transportation and blocked Germany from becoming a competitor. The United States and Russia started worrying about fast-developing Japan which was considered as a potential threat. 

Moreover, a revolution in transportation provoked a constant growth of global trade in the second half of the 19th century. Some specialists consider this phenomenon as a symptom of a first globalisation. In this newly “connected” world, new contacts would bring new clashes at a larger scale then ever.

Arms race was a direct consequence of economic battles. The new means of production opened incalculable possibilities of innovation in weapons. The first signs of what an “industrialised” war could be were visible during the Civil War in the USA (1861-1865) with the use of machineguns. In the late 19th century and in the early 20th century, most European powers started to produce and invent deadly weapons in a race that would find an end in 1914.
C The colonial race

The 19th century was a period of expansion for Europe. The economic and technological power of Western countries allowed them to conquer new territories. France and Great Britain became the two prominent colonial powers at that time since Spain and Portugal began to lose their Empires. Italy and Germany being a little “younger”, both of them were created in the 1870’s, they didn’t have many opportunities to dominate their own colonies. The division had been already decided without them.

As a consequence, Italian and German leaders longed for potential colonies while France and Great Britain tried to stop them from expanding. The colonial competition became very obvious in northern Africa. Germany and France struggled to obtain a protectorate over Morocco in the 1900’s. Two crises, in 1905 and 1911, demonstrated the very high level of tension between the two opponents.

D Militarism and stereotypes

In a context of national, economic and colonial competition, militarism spread in many European governments. In Germany, William II became obsessed with the possibility of a war and in other states, high-ranked officers gained unprecedented influence on political matters. 
Propaganda and medias got public opinions used to violent terminology against other nations. French thought of Germans as an inferior population and vice-versa…Violence in words preceded violence in acts. 
II Total war

A The new face of battle

What was visible in the Crimea war or in the American Civil war became obvious in the first months of the war in 1914: the rules had changed. The efficiency and quantity of the new weapons made the “classical” battle disappear. Movement was no more a real option. Germans had tried in the first weeks of the war to fight a Blitzkrieg, a fast war, but they were stopped by the battle of the Marne near Paris and from that point, every armies run for cover and immobilised themselves along a 1000 km front made of trenches.

On this static front, brilliant strategies didn’t work like they use to do in Austerlitz with Napoleon. War became a matter of total annihilation of the enemy. The determining elements for victory were material and logistics. Technical innovation was oriented towards this goal. Artillery gained in firepower. Millions of tons of explosives were fired towards both sides of the no man’s land. Gas, tanks, planes appeared on the battlefield. Science was mobilised for the war effort. 

B Dying and being wounded 

The statistical possibility of being killed or wounded in the trenches was very high. Death itself had a new face. It was everywhere at every instant. In the first day of the battle of the Somme in July 1916, 60 000 soldiers died in a few hours. Such rates have not equivalent in history. Soldiers were used tot the presence and stench of dead corpses. This omnipresence of death created feelings of depression or collective drifts among the soldiers. It is a fact that fighters on both sides desecrated dead bodies. Historians found testimonies of French soldiers using the corpses of dead Germans to consolidate the trenches. This new form of war brutalised people. Violence and death were so widespread that an entire generation was touched by this process of acceptance of brutality.
In most civilisations, it was agreed that a truce was necessary to take care of the corpses after the battle. In the First World War, the massive use of artillery destroyed the corpses. Around 10 to 20 % of the dead were never found. This other form of brutality banned any possibility of real mourning for the families. Thousands of relatives looked for the lost ones many years after the war just to know where and how they had died.
The wounds also gave visibility to this new violence. Artillery and trench war inflicted terrible traumas to the bodies of the soldiers. The progresses of surgery allowed many to survive tragic amputations of their arms and legs. Faces wore the unmistakable traces of shrapnel wounds. Men with missing jaws, cheeks or eyes haunted the streets of European towns for years after the war.
Finally, dying in the war was not anymore the privilege of soldiers. Civilians turned out to be direct victims of the conflict. The clearest example of this evolution is to be found in Armenia where the Turkish army, under the responsibility of political and military leaders, organised the genocide of the Armenian minority in Eastern Turkey. Around 1 million Armenians were killed in 1917. The frontier between fighters and non-fighters blurred and paved the way for the atrocities of the 20th century.
C The Rear

The war was total in the sense that it involved every aspect of human activity as well as every territory. The Rear was thus intensely mobilised.

The first aspect of this mobilisation was economic. Supporting the troops on the front meant accepting deprivations and working for the war effort.


Most European economies transformed into war economies in 1915-1916. Delivering weapons and ammunition compelled political leaders to direct economy. With different traditions, most governments chose to intervene into economy to make it more “war-compatible”. 
New parts of the population were involved in the war effort. The lack of workforce obliged women sometimes to replace the men sent to the Front. One should not exaggerate the impact of this novelty. WWI did not favour women’s work on the long term by itself. Workers and fighters from the colonies were called to help as well.
To finish with, one can not ignore the omnipresence of propaganda to mobilise the Rear. Posters, songs, movies: every means of influence was used to mobilise the consciences. Propaganda fed the hatred of the enemy. Nationalist stereotypes were used in an obvious way. Germans in France or in Great Britain were generally compared to mindless barbarians descending from Julius Caesar’s clichés on German tribes.
III Consequences
A A dead end

As Germany was defeated in November 1918, ending the war and preventing another conflict were two important stakes for leaders and the public opinion. Negotiations between every parties opened in France in the Palace of Versailles. Three positions clashed:

· Germany would not recognize its direct defeat since Allies had not entered German territory. Military leaders tried to avoid the blow by manipulating the public opinion. They described the negotiations as a betrayal, a diktat.

· France wanted to humiliate Germany. Extraordinary retaliatory demands were made in order to attain this goal. Great Britain did not contradict such an attitude.

· The US government, led by Woodrow Wilson, wanted to open the way for a long lasting peace. In his 14 points, the US president preached for a change in international affairs. His humanist vision of world governed by open discussion between democracies probably did not seduce the other negotiators to the great disappointment of Wilson.

As a consequence, the treaty of Versailles was immediately seen as a humiliation from the German point of view. A new generation of Germans was raised with this vision. The treaty incompletely settled the First World War and can be considered as one of the basis of the Second World War.
B Red October


Another huge consequence of the conflict was to be seen at the very core of the Empire of the Tsar. Multinational empires disappeared with WWI. They couldn’t stand the explosion of nationalisms. In Russia, the war considerably weakened the Tsar’s rule. Nicolas became more and more isolated as his armies lost territory. A group of advanced political activists called the Bolsheviks (a part of the Communist movement), led by Lenin, took advantage of the confusion of the war in 1917, to seize the power in St Petersburg. Surprisingly this small but active movement was able to stabilise its grip on Russia in the following months and years. After a terrible civil war, the Communist Party created the USSR. The First World War had given birth to a new geopolitical giant that would influence and structure international affairs for more than 70 years.
C A “31 years” war


Some specialists such as Ernst Nolte, a German historian, say that separating WWI and WWII is not effective. Most of the political movements and leaders that were to be at the origin of the Second World War were “children” of the first conflict. Hitler, for example, was created by WWI and his Nazi Party counted at first exclusively veterans from the war. The interwar years were far from peaceful. Massacres in China or the civil war in Spain demonstrated the high level of tension and violence that still existed in the world… Speaking of a 31 years war from 1914 to 1945 might be a little exaggerated but one cannot deny the obvious connection between both world wars.
